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Was Stalin Responsible for the Cold War?

YES: John Lewis Gaddis, from We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War
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NO: Martin J. Sherwin, from “The Atomic Bomb and the Origins
of the Cold War,” in Melvyn P. Leffler and David S. Painter, eds.,
Origins of the Cold War: An International History (Routledge, 1994)

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: Historian John Lewis Gaddis states that after more than a half
a century of cold war scholarship, Joseph Stalin still deserves most
of the responsibility for the onset of the cold war.

NO: Historian Martin J. Sherwin counters that the origins of the
cold war can be found in the World War II diplomacy involving
the use of the atomic bomb, and he places much of the blame for
the cold war on the shoulders of Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry S.
Truman, and Winston Churchill.

It is hard to imagine that the cold war is over when it played such a pivotal
role in world affairs for parts of five decades. But the disintegration of the
Soviet Empire has ushered in a new era in strategic diplomacy. What shape
this new international relations era will take has yet to be determined, but it
is unlikely that it will influence our lives in the same manner as the cold war.
It is now the job of historians to compose a reassessment of the cold war,
which would cover questions of causes, effects, and responsibility.

The historiography of the cold war seemed to begin simultaneously with
~the onset of tensions between the democratic and communist worlds. With the
question of responsibility looming large, the debate among historians seemed to
center around two distinct groups of scholars. The first group, commonly
referred to as the orthodox or traditional school, held the Soviet Union responsi-
ble for the cold war. Because some of the school’s proponents were themselves
participants (some were even policymakers) in the events of the era, it was easy
for them to see Soviet culpability in the broken promises and duplicitous
actions, which seemed to highlight the early cold war years. And as the Soviet
Empire cast its menacing shadow over Fastern Europe, it became increasingly
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apparent to the traditionalists that Joseph Stalin could not be trusted. Also, th
volatile nature of the postwar world—especially the vulnerability of the newly
emerging nations of the postimperialist era—created tempting morsels for the
“Russian Bear.” A new policy, “containment,” was created to control the vora
cious Soviet appetite. It would last for almost half a century and would lead to
many crises, wars, and conflicts, which marked the cold war. Behind all of thi;
loomed the towering figure of Stalin and, to a lesser degree, the men who suc
ceeded him.

A new school of thought was created that opposed the cold war views o
the traditionalists. Members of this school of thought became known as the
revisionists, and they began to view the cold war from an entirely different
perspective. From this would come a new set of assumptions, including (1)
the postwar weakness of the Soviet Union, which prevented the Soviets from
being the threat to world peace that many felt they were, (2) the obsession of
free-world leaders in viewing any world problem as being Soviet-created, (3)
the view that, after a careful examination of World War II diplomacy, many
of the actions of the Western Allies, including the use of the atomic bomb,
induced Soviet leaders to feel threatened and to react accordingly. Thus,
much of the responsibility for the cold war, according to the revisionists,
must be laid at the feet of the West and its leaders.

Subsequently, much of cold war historiography was dominated by this
traditionalist/revisionist dichotomy. And, as the historical profession became
more influenced by a conflict-oriented mode rather than a consensus-cen-
tered mode, the revisionists began to gain momentum in the crisis-laden
1960s and 1970s. The Vietnam War helped to trigger this response, as many
began to see the mistakes of the cold war being played out again and again.
There were no longer any “sacred cows” of the traditionalist variety.

The sudden decline of world communism seemed to usher in an aura of
cold war justification. After all, in the eyes of many, the West had won; the
enemy had been vanquished, and the end of the struggle seemed to have a
ring of vindication to it. But the scars of the past were too deep to hide, and
the critical examination of cold war politics continued.

New sources of information, especially those from the formerly secret
Soviet archives, were opened up in order to assist historians in their search
for answers. What was discovered was revelatory, but it changed few minds.
Traditionalists and revisionists contined to hold the same opinions that they
held a generation ago.

One historian, John Lewis Gaddis, author of the first selection, named
this recent reexamination the “New Cold War.” Having been involved in cold
war historiography for most of its existence, he drew the conclusion that the
Soviet Union and Stalin in particular still bear most of the responsibility for
the cold war. Historians such as Gar Alperovitz, Gabriel Kolko, Martin J. Sher-
win, and others continued to push the revisionist agenda, that the United
States and its allies were responsible for the cold war, and Sherwin represents
their viewpoint in his selection.
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YES

John Lewis Gaddis

We Now Know:
Rethinking Cold War History

[Joseph] Stalin appears to have relished his role, along with [Franklin D.]
Roosevelt and [Winston] Churchill, as one of the wartime Big Three. Such evi-
dence as has surfaced from Soviet archives suggests that he received reassur-
ing reports about Washington’s intentions: “Roosevelt is more friendly to us
than any other prominent American,” Ambassador Litvinov commented in
June 1943, “and it is quite obvious that he wishes to cooperate with us.” Who-
ever was in the White House, Litvinov's successor Andrei Gromyko predicted
a year later, the Soviet Union and the United States would “manage to find
common issues for the solution of ... problems emerging in the future and of
interest to both countries.” Even if Stalin’s long-range thinking about security
did clash with that of his Anglo-American allies, common military purposes
provided the strongest possible inducements to smooth over such differences.
It is worth asking why this practice of wartime cooperation did not become a
habit that would extend into the postwar era.

The principal reason, it now appears, was Stalin’s insistence on equating
security with territory. Western diplomats had been surprised, upon arriving
in Moscow soon after the German attack in the summer of 1941, to find the
Soviet leader already demanding a postwar settlement that would retain what
his pact with Hitler had yielded: the Baltic states, together with portions of
Finland, Poland, and Romania. Stalin showed no sense of shame or even
embarrassment about this, no awareness that the methods by which he had
obtained these concessions could conceivably render them illegitimate in the
eyes of anyone else. When it came to territorial aspirations, he made no dis-
tinction between adversaries and allies: what one had provided the other was
expected to endorse....

On the surface, this strategy succeeded. After strong initial objections,
Roosevelt and Churchill did eventually acknowledge the Soviet Union’s right
to the expanded borders it claimed; they also made it clear that they would
not oppose the installation of “friendly” governments in adjoining states. This
meant accepting a Soviet sphere of influence from the Baltic to the Adriatic, a
concession not easily reconciled with the Atlantic Charter. But the authors of
that document saw no feasible way to avoid that outcome: military necessity
required continued Soviet cooperation against the Germans. Nor were they
themselves prepared to relinquish spheres of influence in Western Europe and

From John Lewis Gaddis, We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War History (Clarendon Press, 1997).
Copyright © 1997 by john Lewis Gaddis. Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press,
Inc. Notes omitted.
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the Mediterranean, the Middle East, Latin America, and East Asia. Self-deter-
mination was a sufficiently malleable concept that each of the Big Three could
have endorsed, without sleepless nights, what the Soviet government had said
about the Atlantic Charter: “practical application of these principles will nec-
essarily adapt itself to the circumstances, needs, and historic peculiarities of
particular countries.”

That, though, was precisely the problem. For unlike Stalin, Roosevelt and
Churchill would have to defend their decisions before domestic constituen-
cies. The manner in which Soviet influence expanded was therefore, for them,
of no small significance. Stalin showed little understanding of this. Having no
experience himself with democratic procedures, he dismissed requests that he
respect democratic proprieties. “[SJome propaganda work should be done,” he
advised Roosevelt at the Tehran conference after the president had hinted that
the American public would welcome a plebiscite in the Baltic States. “It is all
nonsense!” Stalin complained to [Soviet Foreign Minister V. M.] Molotov.
“[Roosevelt] is their military leader and commander in chief. Who would dare
object to him?” When at Yalta F.D.R. stressed the need for the first Polish elec-
tion to be as pure as “Caesar’s wife,” Stalin responded with a joke: “They said
that about her, but in fact she had her sins.” Molotov warned his boss, on that
occasion, that the Americans’ insistence on free elections elsewhere in Eastern
Europe was “going too far.” “Don’t worry,” he recalls Stalin as replying, “work
it out. We can deal with it in our own way later. The point is the correlation of
forces.”

The Soviet leader was, in one sense, right. Military strength would deter-
mine what happened in that part of the world, not the enunciation of lofty
principles. But unilateral methods carried long-term costs Stalin did not fore-
see: the most significant of these was to ruin whatever prospects existed for a
Soviet sphere of influence the East Europeans themselves might have
accepted. This possibility was not as far-fetched as it would later seem.... [Sta-
lin] would, after all, approve such a compromise as the basis for a permanent
settlement with Finland. He would initially allow free elections in Hungary,
Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet occupation zone in Germany. He may even
have anticipated an enthusiastic response as he took over Eastern Europe. “He
was, I think, surprised and hurt,” [W. Averell] Harriman [one of Roosevelt's
closest advisors] recalled, “when the Red Army was not welcomed in all the
neighboring countries as an army of liberation.” “We still had our hopes,”
[Nikita] Khrushchev remembered, that “after the catastrophe of World War II,
Europe too might become Soviet. Everyone would take the path from capital-
ism to socialism.” It could be that there was another form of romanticism at
work here, quite apart from Stalin’s affinity for fellow authoritarians: that he
was unrealistic enough to expect ideological solidarity and gratitude for liber-
ation to override old fears of Russian expansionism as well as remaining man-
ifestations of nationalism among the Soviet Union’s neighbors, perhaps as
easily as he himself had overridden the latter—or so it then appeared—within
the multinational empire that was the Soviet Union itself.

If the Red Army could have been welcomed in Poland and the rest of the
countries it liberated with the same enthusiasm American, British, and Free

French forces encountered when they landed in Italy and France in 1943 and
1944, then some kind of Czech-Finnish compromise might have been feasi-
ble. Whatever Stalin’s expectations, though, this did not happen. That non-
event, in turn, removed any possibility of a division of Europe all members of
the Grand Alliance could have endorsed. It ensured that an American sphere
of influence would arise there largely by consent, but that its Soviet counter-
part could sustain itself only by coercion. The resulting asymmetry would
account, more than anything else, for the origins, escalation, and ultimate
outcome of the Cold War.

O]

. It has long been clear that, in addition to having had an authoritarian
vision, Stalin also had an imperial one, which he proceeded to implement in
at least as single-minded a way [as the American]. No comparably influential
builder of empire came close to wielding power for so long, or with such strik-
ing results, on the Western side.

It was, of course, a matter of some awkwardness that Stalin came out of a
revolutionary movement that had vowed to smash, not just tsarist imperial-
ism, but all forms of imperialism throughout the world. The Soviet leader
constructed his own logic, though, and throughout his career he devoted a
surprising amount of attention to showing how a revolution and an empire
might coexist....

Stalin’s fusion of Marxist internationalism with tsarist imperialism
could only reinforce his tendency, in place well before World War II, to equate
the advance of world revolution with the expanding influence of the Soviet
state. He applied that linkage quite impartially: a major benefit of the 1939
pact with Hitler had been that it regained territories lost as a result of the Bol-
shevik Revolution and the World War I settlement. But Stalin’s conflation of
imperialism with ideology also explains the importance he attached, follow-
ing the German attack in 1941, to having his new Anglo-American allies con-
firm these arrangements. He had similar goals in East Asia when he insisted on
bringing the Soviet Union back to the position Russia had occupied in Man-
churia prior to the Russo-Japanese War: this he finally achieved at the 1945
Yalta Conference in return for promising to enter the war against Japan. “My
task as minister of foreign affairs was to expand the borders of our Father-
land,” Molotov recalled proudly many years later. “And it seems that Stalin
and I coped with this task quite well.”...

X O]

From the West’s standpoint, the critical question was how far Moscow’s influ-
ence would extend beyond whatever Soviet frontiers turned out to be at the
end of the war. Stalin had suggested to Milovan Djilas that the Soviet Union
would impose its own social system as far as its armies could reach, but he
was also very cautious. Keenly aware of the military power the United States
and its allies had accumulated, Stalin was determined to do nothing that




night involve the USSR in another devastating war until it had recovered suf-
iciently to be certain of winning it. “I do not wish to begin the Third World
War over the Trieste question,” he explained to disappointed Yugoslavs, whom
he ordered to evacuate that territory in June 1943. Five years later, he would
ustify his decision not to intervene in the Korean War on the grounds that
‘the Second World War ended not long ago, and we are not ready for the Third
World War.” Just how far the expansion of Soviet influence would proceed
depended, therefore, upon a careful balancing of opportunities against
risks....

Who or what was it, though, that set the limits? Did Stalin have a fixed
list of countries he thought it necessary to dominate? Was he prepared to stop
in the face of resistance within those countries to “squeezing out the capitalist
order”? Or would expansion cease only when confronted with opposition
from the remaining capitalist states, so that further advances risked war at a
time when the Soviet Union was ill-prepared for it?

Stalin had been very precise about where he wanted Soviet boundaries
changed; he was much less so on how far Moscow’s sphere of influence was to
extend. He insisted on having “friendly” countries around the periphery of the
USSR, but he failed to specify how many would have to meet this standard. He
called during the war for dismembering Germany, but by the end of it was
denying that he had ever done so: that country would be temporarily divided,
he told leading German communists in June 1945, and they themselves would
eventually bring about its reunification. He never gave up on the idea of an
eventual world revolution, but he expected this to result—as his comments to
the Germans suggested—from an expansion of influence emanating from the
Soviet Union itself. “[Flor the Kremlin,” a well-placed spymaster recalled, “the
mission of communism was primarily to consolidate the might of the Soviet
state. Only military strength and domination of the countries on our borders
could ensure us a superpower role.”

But Stalin provided no indication—surely because he himself did not
know—of how rapidly, or under what circumstances, this process would take
place. He was certainly prepared to stop in the face of resistance from the West:
at no point was he willing to challenge the Americans or even the British where
they made their interests clear.... He quickly backed down when confronted
with Anglo-American objections to his ambitions in Iran in the spring of 1946,
as he did later that year after demanding Soviet bases in the Turkish Straits. This
pattern of advance followed by retreat had shown up in the purges of the 1930s,
which Stalin halted when the external threat from Germany became too great
to ignore, and it would reappear with the Berlin Blockade and the Korean War,
both situations in which the Soviet Union would show great caution after pro-
voking an unexpectedly strong American response.

What all of this suggests, though, is not that Stalin had limited ambi-
tions, only that he had no timetable for achieving them. Molotov retrospec-
tively confirmed this: “Our ideology stands for offensive operations when
possible, and if not, we wait.” Given this combination of appetite with aver-
sion to risk, one cannot help but wonder what would have happened had the
West tried containment earlier. To the extent that it bears partial responsibility

for the coming of the Cold War, the historian Vojtech Mastny has argued, that
responsibility lies in its failure to do just that....

Stalin’s policy, then, was one of imperial expansion and consolidation
differing from that of earlier empires only in the determination with which
he pursued it, in the instruments of coercion with which he maintained it
and in the ostensibly anti-imperial justifications he put forward in support o%
it. I.t is a testimony to his skill, if not to his morality, that he was able to
achieve so many of his imperial ambitions at a time when the tides of history
were running against the idea of imperial domination—as colonial offices in
London, Paris, Lisbon, and The Hague were finding out—and when his own
country was recovering from one of the most brutal invasions in recorded his-
tory. The fact that Stalin was able to expand his empire when others were con-
tracting and while the Soviet Union was as weak as it was requires
explanation. Why did opposition to this process, within and outside Europe
take so long to develop? ' I

One reason was that the colossal sacrifices the Soviet Union had made

during the war against the Axis had, in effect, “purified” its reputation: the
USSR and its leader had “earned” the right to throw their weight around, or so
it seemed. Western governments found it difficult to switch quicklyl from
viewing the Soviet Union as a glorious wartime ally to portraying it as a new
and dangerous adversary. President Harry S. Truman and his future Secretary
of State Dean Acheson—neither of them sympathetic in the slightest to com-
munism—nontheless tended to give the Soviet Union the benefit of the doubt
well into the early postwar era....
. Resistance to Stalin’s imperialism also developed slowly because Marx-
ism-Leninism at the time had such widespread appeal. It is difficult now to
recapture the admiration revolutionaries outside the Soviet Union felt for that
country before they came to know it well.... Because the Bolsheviks them-
selves had overcome one empire and had made a career of condemning oth-
ers, it would take decades for people who were struggling to overthrow
British, French, Dutch, or Portuguese colonialism to see that there could also
be such a thing as Soviet imperialism. European communists—notably the
Yugoslavs—saw this much earlier, but even to most of them it had not been
apparent at the end of the war.

Still another explanation for the initial lack of resistance to Soviet
expansionism was the fact that its repressive character did not become imme-
diately apparent to all who were subjected to it....

One has the impression that Stalin and the Eastern Europeans got to
know one another only gradually. The Kremlin leader was slow to recognize
that Soviet authority would not be welcomed everywhere beyond Soviet bor-
fiers; but as he did come to see this he became all the more determined to
impose it everywhere. The Eastern Europeans were slow to recognize how
anflning incorporation within a Soviet sphere was going to be; but as they
did come to see this they became all the more determined to resist it, even if
only by withholding, in a passive but sullen manner, the consent any regime
needs to establish itself by means other than coercion. Stalin’s efforts to con-
solidate his empire therefore made it at once more repressive and less secure.




Meanwhile, an alternative vision of postwar Europe was emerging from the
other great empire that established itself in the wake of World War II, that of
the United States, and this too gave Stalin grounds for concern....

o4l

What is there new to say about the old question of responsibility for the Cold
War? Who actually started it? Could it have been averted? Here I think the
“new” history is bringing us back to an old answezr: that as long as Stalin was
running the Soviet Union a cold war was unavoidable.

History is always the product of determined and contingent events: it is
up to historians to find the proper balance between them. The Cold War
could hardly have happened if there had not been a United States and a Soviet
Union, if both had not emerged victorious from World War 11, if they had not
had conflicting visions of how to organize the postwar world. But these long-
term trends did not in themselves ensure such a contest, because there is
always room for the unexpected to undo what might appear to be inevitable.
Nothing is ever completely predetermined, as real triceratops and other dino-
saurs discovered 65 million years ago when the most recent large asteroid or
comet or whatever it was hit the earth and wiped them out.

Individuals, not asteroids, more often personify contingency in history.
Who can specify in advance—or unravel afterwards—the particular intersec-
tion of genetics, environment, and culture that makes each person unique?
Who can foresee what weird conjunctions of design and circumstance may
cause a very few individuals to rise so high as to shape great events, and so
come to the attention of historians? Such people may set their sights on get-
ting to the top, but an assassin, or a bacillus, or even a carelessly driven taxi-
cab can always be lurking along the way. How entire countries fall into the
hands of malevolent geniuses like Hitler and Stalin remains as unfathomable
in the “new” Cold War history as in the “old.”

Once leaders like these do gain power, however, certain things become
highly probable. It is only to be expected that in an authoritarian state the
chief authoritarian’s personality will weigh much more heavily than those of
democratic leaders, who have to share power. And whether because of social
alienation, technological innovation, or economic desperation, the first half
of the twentieth century was particularly susceptible to great authoritarians
and all that resulted from their ascendancy. It is hardly possible to imagine
Nazi Germany or the world war it caused without Hitler. I find it increasingly
difficult, given what we know now, to imagine the Soviet Union or the Cold
War without Stalin.

For the more we learn, the less sense it makes to distinguish Stalin’s for-
eign policies from his domestic practices or even his personal behavior. Scien-
tists have shown the natural world to be filled with examples of what they call
“self-similarity across scale”: patterns that persist whether one views them
microscopically, macroscopically, or anywhere in between. Stalin was like
that: he functioned in much the same manner whether operating within the
international system, within his alliances, within his country, within his

party, within his personal entourage, or even within his family. The Soviet
leader waged cold wars on all of these fronts. The Cold War we came to know
was only one of many from his point of view.

Nor did Stalin’s influence diminish as quickly as that of most dictators
after their deaths. He built a system sufficiently durable to survive not only his
own demise but his successors’ fitful and half-hearted efforts at “de-Staliniza-
tion.” They were themselves its creatures, and they continued to work within
it because they knew no other method of governing. Not until [Mikhail] Gor-
bachev was a Soviet leader fully prepared to dismantle Stalin’s structural leg-
acy. It tells us a lot that as it disappeared, so too did the Cold War and
ultimately the Soviet Union itself. :

This argument by no means absolves the United States and its allies of a
considerable responsibility for how the Cold War was fought—hardly a sur-
prising conclusion since they in fact won it. Nor is it to deny the feckless stu-
pidity with which the Americans fell into peripheral conflicts like Vietnam, or
their exorbitant expenditures on unusable weaponry: these certainly caused
the Cold War to cost much more in money and lives than it otherwise might
have. Nor is it to claim moral superiority for western statesmen. None was as
bad as Stalin—or Mao—but the Cold War left no leader uncorrupted: the wield-
ing of great power, even in the best of times, rarely does.

It is the case, though, that if one applies the always useful test of counter-
factual history—drop a key variable and speculate as to what difference this
might have made—Stalin’s centrality to the origins of the Cold War becomes
quite clear. For all of their importance, one could have removed Roosevelt,
Churchill, Truman, Bevin, Marshall, or Acheson, and a cold war would still have
probably followed the world war. If one could have eliminated Stalin, alterna-
tive paths become quite conceivable. For with the possible exception of Mao, no
twentieth-century leader imprinted himself upon his country as thoroughly
and with such lasting effect as Stalin did. And given his personal propensity for
cold wars—a tendency firmly rooted long before he had even heard of Harry
Truman—once Stalin wound up at the top in Moscow and once it was clear his
state would survive the war, then it looks equally clear that there was going to
be a Cold War whatever the west did. Who then was responsible? The answer,
think, is authoritarianism in general, and Stalin in particular.




Martin J. Sherwin

The Atomic Bomb and the
Origins of the Cold War

During the Second World War the atomic bomb was seen and valued as a
potential rather than an actual instrument of policy. Responsible officials
believed that its impact on diplomacy had to await its development and, per-
haps, even a demonstration of its power. As Henry L. Stimson, the Secretary of
War, observed in his memoirs: “The bomb as a merely probable weapon had
seemed a weak reed on which to rely, but the bomb as a colossal reality was
very different.” That policymakers considered this difference before
Hiroshima has been well documented, but whether they based wartime diplo-
matic policies upon an anticipated successful demonstration of the bomb’s
power remains a source of controversy. Two questions delineate the issues in
this debate. First, did the development of the atomic bomb affect the way
American policymakers conducted diplomacy with the Soviet Union? Second,
did diplomatic considerations related to the Soviet Union influence the deci-
sion to use the atomic bomb against Japan? »

These important questions relating the atomic bomb to American diplo-
macy, and ultimately to the origins of the Cold War, have been addressed
almost exclusively to the formulation of policy during the early months of the
Truman administration. As a result, two anterior questions of equal impor-
tance, questions with implications for those already posed, have been over-
looked. Did diplomatic considerations related to Soviet postwar behavior
influence the formulation of [Franklin D.] Roosevelt’s atomic energy policies?
What effect did the atomic legacy Truman inherited have on the diplomatic
and atomic energy policies of his administration?

Although Roosevelt left no definitive statement assigning a postwar role
to the atomic bomb, his expectations for its potential diplomatic value can be
recalled from the existing record. An analysis of the policies he chose from
among the alternatives he faced suggests that the potential diplomatic value of
the bomb began to shape his atomic energy policies as early as 1943. He may
have been cautious about counting on the bomb as a reality during the war, but
he nevertheless consistently chose policy alternatives that would promote the
postwar diplomatic potential of the bomb if the predictions of scientists proved
true. These policies were based on the assumption that the bomb could be used
effectively to secure postwar diplomatic aims; and this assumption was carried
over from the Roosevelt to the Truman administration.

From Martin J. Sherwin, “The Atomic Bomb and the Origins of the Cold War,” in Melvyn P. Lef-
fler and David S. Painter, eds., Origins of the Cold War: An International History (Routledge, 1994).
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Despite general agreement that the bomb would be an extraordinarily
important diplomatic factor after the war, those closely associated with its
development did not agree on how to use it most effectively as an instrument
of diplomacy. Convinced that wartime atomic energy policies would have
postwar diplomatic consequences, several scientists advised Roosevelt to adopt
policies aimed at achieving a postwar international control system. [Winston]
Churchill, on the other hand, urged the President to maintain the Anglo-
American atomic monopoly as a diplomatic counter against the postwar ambi-
tions of other nations—particularly against the Soviet Union. Roosevelt fash-
ioned his atomic energy policies from the choices he made between these
conflicting recommendations. In 1943 he rejected the counsel of his science
advisers and began to consider the diplomatic component of atomic energy
policy in consultation with Churchill alone. This decisionmaking procedure
and Roosevelt’s untimely death have left his motives ambiguous. Nevertheless
it is clear that he pursued policies consistent with Churchill’s monopolistic,
anti-Soviet views.

The findings of this [selection] thus raise serious questions concerning
generalizations historians have commonly made about Roosevelt’s diplomacy:
that it was consistent with his public reputation for cooperation and concilia-
tion; that he was naive with respect to postwar Soviet behavior; that, like
[Woodrow] Wilson, he believed in collective security as an effective guaran-
tor of national safety; and that he made every possible effort to ensure that
the Soviet Union and its allies would continue to function as postwar part-
ners. Although this [selection] does not dispute the view that Roosevelt
desired amicable postwar relations with the Soviet Union, or even that he
worked hard to achieve them, it does suggest that historians have exaggerated
his confidence in (and perhaps his commitment to) such an outcome. His
most secret and among his most important long-range decisions—those
responsible for prescribing a diplomatic role for the atomic bomb—reflected
his lack of confidence. Finally, in light of this [selection’s] conclusions, the
widely held assumption that Truman'’s attitude toward the atomic bomb was
substantially different from Roosevelt’'s must also be revised.

Like the grand alliance itself, the Anglo-American atomic energy part-
nership was forged by the war and its exigencies. The threat of a German
atomic bomb precipitated a hasty marriage of convenience between British
research and American resources. When scientists in Britain proposed a the-
ory that explained how an atomic bomb might quickly be built, policymakers
had to assume that German scientists were building one. “If such an explosive
were made,” Vannevar Bush, the director of the Office of Scientific Research
and Development, told Roosevelt in July 1941, “it would be thousands of
times more powerful than existing explosives, and its use might be determin-
ing.” Roosevelt assumed nothing less. Even before the atomic energy project
was fully organized he assigned it the highest priority.

The high stakes at issue during the war did not prevent officials in Great
Britain or the United States from considering the postwar implications of their
atomic energy decisions. As early as 1941, during the debate over whether to
join the United States in an atomic energy partnership, members of the Brit-




ish government’s atomic energy committee argued that the matter “was so
important for the future that work should proceed in Britain.” Weighing the
obvious difficulties of proceeding alone against the possible advantages of
working with the United States, Sir John Anderson, then Lord President of the
Council and the minister responsible for atomic energy research, advocated
the partnership. As he explained to Churchill, by working closely with the
Americans British scientists would be able “to take up the work again [after
the war], not where we left off, but where the combined effort had by then
brought it.”

As early as October 1942 Roosevelt’s science advisers exhibited a similar
concern with the potential postwar value of atomic energy. After conducting a
full-scale review of the atomic energy project, James B. Conant, the president
of Harvard University and Bush’s deputy, recommended discontinuing the
Anglo-American partnership “as far as development and manufacture is con-
cerned.” What prompted Conant’s recommendations, however, was his suspi-
cion—soon to be shared by other senior atomic energy administrators—that
the British were rather more concerned with information for postwar indus-
trial purposes than for wartime use. What right did the British have to the
fruits of American labor? “We were doing nine-tenths of the work,” Stimson
told Roosevelt in October. Early in January 1943 the British were officially
informed that the rules governing the Anglo-American atomic energy partner-
ship had been altered on “orders from the top.”

By approving the policy of “restricted interchange” Roosevelt under-
mined a major incentive for British cooperation. It is not surprising, there-
fore, that Churchill took up the matter directly with the President and with
Harry Hopkins, “Roosevelt’s own, personal Foreign Office.”

Comnant and Bush understood the implications of Churchill’s intervention
and sought to counter its effect. Information on manufacturing an atomic
bomb, Conant noted, was a “military secret which is in a totally different class
from anything the world has ever seen if the potentialities of this project are
realised.” Though British and American atomic energy policies might coincide
during the war, Conant and Bush expected them to conflict afterward.

The controversy over the policy of “restricted interchange” of atomic
energy information shifted attention to postwar diplomatic considerations. The
central issue was clearly drawn. The atomic energy policy of the United States
was related to the very fabric of Anglo-American postwar relations and, as
Churchill would insist, to postwar relations between each of them and the
Soviet Union. The specter of Soviet postwar military power played a major role
in shaping the Prime Minister’s attitude toward atomic energy policies in 1943.

Chuzrchill could cite numerous reasons for this determination to acquire
an independent atomic arsenal after the war, but Great Britain’s postwar mili-
tary-diplomatic position with respect to the Soviet Union invariably led the
list. When Bush and Stimson visited London in July, Churchill told them
quite frankly that he was “vitally interested in the possession of all [atomic
energy] information because this will be necessary for Britain’s independence
in the future as well as for success during the war.” Nor was Churchill evasive
about his reasoning: “It would never do to have Germany or Russia win the

race for something which might be used for international blackmail,” he
stated bluntly and then pointed out that “Russia might be in a position to
accomplish this result unless we worked together.” Convinced that the British
attitude toward the bomb would undermine any possibility of postwar coop-
eration with the Soviet Union, Bush and Conant vigorously continued to
oppose any revival of the Anglo-American atomic energy partnership.

On July 20, however, Roosevelt chose to accept a recommendation from
Hopkins to restore full partnership, and he ordered Bush to “renew, in an
inclusive manner, the full exchange of information with the British.” At the
Quebec Conference, the President and the Prime Minister agreed that the Brit-
ish would share the atomic bomb. The Quebec Agreement revived the princi-
ple of an Anglo-American atomic energy partnership, albeit the British were
reinstated as junior rather than equal partners.

The debate that preceded the Quebec Agreement is noteworthy for
another reason; it led to a new relationship between Roosevelt and his atomic
energy advisers. After August 1943 the President did not consult with them
about the diplomatic aspects of atomic energy policy. Though he responded
politely when they offered their views, he acted decisively only in consulta-
tion with Churchill. Bush and Conant appear to have lost a large measure of
their influence because they had used it to oppose Churchill’s position. What
they did not suspect was the extent to which the President had come to share
the Prime Minister’s view.

Roosevelt was perfectly comfortable with the concept Churchill advo-
cated—that military power was a prerequisite to successful postwar diplomacy.
As early as August 1941, during the Atlantic Conference, Roosevelt had
rejected the idea that an “effective international organization” could be relied
upon to keep the peace: an Anglo-American international police force would
be far more effective, he told Churchill. By the spring of 1942 the concept had
broadened: the two “policemen” became four, and the idea was added that
every other nation would be totally disarmed. “The Four Policemen” would
have “to build up a reservoir of force so powerful that no aggressor would
dare to challenge it,” Roosevelt told Author Sweetser, an ardent international-
ist. Violators first would be quarantined, and, if they persisted in their disrup-
tive activities, bombed at the rate of a city a day until they agreed to behave. A
year later, at the Tehran Conference, Roosevelt again discussed his idea, this
time with Stalin. As Robert A. Divine has noted: “Roosevelt’s concept of big
power domination remained the central idea in his approach to international
organization throughout World War IL.”

Precisely how Roosevelt expected to integrate the atomic bomb into his
plans for keeping the peace in the postwar world is not clear. However, against
the background of his atomic energy policy decisions of 1943 and his peace-
keeping concepts, his actions in 1944 suggest that he intended to take full
advantage of the bomb’s potential as a postwar instrument of Anglo-American
diplomacy. If Roosevelt thought the bomb could be used to create a more peace-
ful world order, he seems to have considered the threat of its power more effec-
tive than any opportunities it offered for international cooperation. If
Roosevelt was less worried than Churchill about Soviet postwar ambitions, he




was no less determined than the Prime Minister to avoid any commitments to
the Soviets for the international control of atomic energy. There could still be
four policemen, but only two of them would have the bomb.

The atomic energy policies Roosevelt pursued during the remainder of
his life reinforce this interpretation of his ideas for the postwar period. The
following three questions offer a useful framework for analyzing his inten-
tions. Did Roosevelt make any additional agreements with Churchill that
would further support the view that he intended to maintain an Anglo-Ameri-
can monopoly after the war? Did Roosevelt demonstrate any interest in the
international control of atomic energy? Was Roosevelt aware that an effort to
maintain an Anglo-American monopoly of the atomic bomb might lead to a
postwar atomic arms race with the Soviet Union?

The alternatives placed before Roosevelt posed a difficult dilemma. On
the one hand, he could continue to exclude the Soviet government from any
official information about the development of the bomb, a policy that would
probably strengthen America’s postwar military-diplomatic position. But such
a policy would also encourage Soviet mistrust of Anglo-American intentions
and was bound to make postwar cooperation more difficult. On the other
hand, Roosevelt could use the atomic bomb project as an instrument of coop-
eration by informing Stalin of the American government’s intention of coop-
erating in the development of a plan for the international control of atomic
weapons, an objective that might never be achieved.

Either choice involved serious risks. Roosevelt had to balance the diplomatic
advantages of being well ahead of the Soviet Union in atomic energy production
after the war against the advantages of initiating wartime negotiations for postwar
cooperation. The issue here, it must be emphasized, is not whether international
control was likely to be successful, but rather whether Roosevelt demonstrated
any serious interest in laying the groundwork for such apolicy.

Roosevelt knew at this time, moreover, that the Soviets were finding out
on their own about the development of the atomic bomb. Security personnel
had reported an active Communist cell in the Radiation Laboratory at the Uni-
versity of California. Their reports indicated that at least one scientist at Berke-
ley was selling information to Russian agents. “They [Soviet agents] are already
getting information about vital secrets and sending them to Russia,” Stimson
told the President on September 9, 1943. If Roosevelt was indeed worried to
death about the effect the atomic bomb could have on Soviet-American post-
war relations, he took no action to remove the potential danger, nor did he
make any effort to explore the possibility of encouraging Soviet postwar coop-
eration on this problem. :

Had Roosevelt avoided all postwar atomic energy commitments, his lack
of support for international control could have been interpreted as an attempt
to reserve his opinion on the best course to follow. But he had made commit-
ments in 1943 supporting Churchill’s monopolistic, anti-Soviet position, and
he continued to make others in 1944. On June 13, for example, Roosevelt and
Churchill signed an Agreement and Declaration of Trust, specifying that the
United States and Great Britain would cooperate in seeking to control available
supplies of uranium and thorium ore both during and after the war. This com-

mitment, taken against the background of Roosevelt’s peacekeeping ideas and
his other commitments, suggests that the President’s attitude toward the inter-
national control of atomic energy was similar to the Prime Minister’s.

Churchill rejected the assumption that international control of atomic
energy could be used as a cornerstone for constructing a peaceful world
order. An atomic monopoly would be a significant diplomatic advantage in
postwar diplomacy, and Churchill did not believe that anything useful could
be gained by surrendering this advantage. The argument that a new weapon
created a unique opportunity to refashion international affairs ignored every
lesson Churchill read into history. “You can be quite sure,” he would write in
a memorandum less than a year later, “that any power that gets hold of the
secret will try to make the article and this touches the existence of human
society. This matter is out of all relation to anything else that exists in the
world, and I could not think of participating in any disclosure to third or
fourth parties at the present time.”

When Roosevelt and Churchill met at Hyde Park in September 1944 fol-
lowing the second wartime conference at Quebec, they signed an aide-mémoire
on atomic energy. The agreement bears the markings of Churchill’s attitude
toward the atomic bomb. It contained an explicit rejection of any wartime
efforts toward international control: “The suggestion that the world should be
informed regarding tube alloys [the atomic bomb], with a view to an interna-
tional agreement regarding its control and use, is not accepted. The matter
should continue to be regarded as of the utmost secrecy.” The aide-mémoire
then revealed the full extent of Roosevelt’s agreement with Churchill’s point
of view. “Full collaboration between the United States and the British Govern-
ment in developing tube alloys for military and commercial purposes,” it
noted, “should continue after the defeat of Japan unless and until terminated
by joint agreement.” Finally the aide-mémoire offers some insight into
Roosevelt’s intentions for the military use of the weapon in the war: “When a
bomb is finally available, it might perhaps, after mature consideration, be
used against the Japanese, who should be warned that this bombardment will
be repeated until they surrender.”

Within the context of the complex problem of the origins of the Cold War
the Hyde Park meeting is far more important than historians of the war gener-
ally have recognized. Overshadowed by the Second Quebec Conference on one
side and by the drama of Yalta on the other, its significance often has been over-
looked. But the agreements reached in September 1944 reflect a set of attitudes,
aims, and assumptions that guided the relationship between the atomic bomb
and American diplomacy during the Roosevelt administration and, through the
transfer of its atomic legacy, during the Truman administration as well. Two
alternatives had been recognized long before Roosevelt and Churchill met in
1944 at Hyde Park: the bomb could have been used to initiate a diplomatic
effort to work out a system for its international control, or it could remain iso-
lated during the war from any cooperative initiatives and held in reserve should
cooperation fail. Roosevelt consistently favored the latter alternative. An insight
into his reasoning is found in a memorandum Bush wrote following a conversa-
tion with Roosevelt several days after the Hyde Park meeting: “The President




evidently thought he could join with Churchill in bringing about a US-UK post-
war agreement on this subject [the atomic bomb] by which it would be held
closely and presumably to control the peace of the world.” By 1944 Roosevelt’s
earlier musings about the Four Policemen had faded into the background. But
the idea behind it, the concept of controlling the peace of the world by amass-
ing overwhelming military power, appears to have remained a prominent fea-
ture of his postwar plans.

@y

Harry S. Truman inherited a set of military and diplomatic atomic energy pol-
icies that included partially formulated intentions, several commitments to
Churchill, and the assumption that the bomb would be a legitimate weapon
o be used against Japan. But no policy was definitely settled. According to the
Quebec Agreement the President had the option of deciding the future of the
“ommercial aspects of the atomic energy partnership according to his own
estimate of what was fair. Although the policy of “utmost secrecy” had been
confirmed at Hyde Park the previous September, Roosevelt had not informed
1is atomic energy advisers about the aide-mémoire he and Churchill signed.
Although the assumption that the bomb would be used in the war was shared
Oy those privy to its development, assumptions formulated early in the war
vere not necessarily valid at its conclusion. Yet Truman was bound to the past
oy his own uncertain position and by the prestige of his predecessor. Since
Roosevelt had refused to open negotiations with the Soviet government for
he international control of atomic energy, and since he had never expressed
iny objection to the wartime use of the bomb, it would have required consid-
rable political courage and confidence for Truman to alter those policies.
ioreover it would have required the encouragement of his advisers, for under
he circumstances the most serious constraint of the new President’s choices
vas his dependence upon advice. So Truman'’s atomic legacy, while it included
everal options, did not necessarily entail complete freedom to choose from
imong all the possible alternatives. :

“I think it is very important that I should have a talk with you as soon as
ossible on a highly secret matter,” Stimson wrote to Truman on April 24. It
1as “such a bearing on our present foreign relations and has such an impor-
ant effect upon all my thinking in this field that I think you ought to know
bout it without further delay.” Stimson had been preparing to brief Truman
n the atomic bomb for almost ten days, but in the preceding twenty-four
lours he had been seized by a sense of urgency. Relations with the Soviet
Jnion had declined precipitously. The State Department had been urging Tru-
nan to get tough with the Russians. He had. Twenty-four hours earlier the
'resident met with the Soviet Foreign Minister, V. M. Molotov, and “with
ather brutal frankness” accused his government of breaking the Yalta Agree-
nent. Molotov was furious. “I have never been talked to like that in my life,”
e told the President before leaving.

With a memorandum on the “political aspects of the S-1 [atomic bomb’s]
erformance” in hand, Stimson went to the White House on April 25. The docu-

ment he carried was the distillation of numerous decisions already taken, each
one the product of attitudes that developed along with the new weapon. The
Secretary of War himself was not entirely aware of how various forces had
shaped these decisions: the recommendations of Bush and Conant, the policies
Roosevelt had followed, the uncertainties inherent in the wartime alliance, the
oppressive concern for secrecy, and his own inclination to consider long-range
implications. It was a curious document. Though its language revealed Stim-
son's sensitivity to the historic significance of the atomic bomb, he did not
question the wisdom of using it against Japan. Nor did he suggest any concrete
steps for developing a postwar policy. His objective was to inform Truman of
the salient problems: the possibility of an atomic arms race, the danger of
atomic war, and the necessity for international control if the United Nations
Organization was to work. “If the problem of the proper use of this weapon can
be solved,” he wrote, “we would have the opportunity to bring the world into a
pattern in which the peace of the world and our civilizations can be saved.” To
cope with this difficult challenge Stimson suggested the “establishment of a
select committee” to consider the postwar problems inherent in the develop-
ment of the bomb.

What emerges from a careful reading of Stimson’s diary, his memoran-
dum of April 25 to Truman, a summary by [Major General Leslie R.] Groves of
the meeting, and Truman’s recollections is an argument for overall caution in
American diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union: it was an argument
against any showdown. Since the atomic bomb was potentially the most dan-
gerous issue facing the postwar world and since the most desirable resolution
of the problem was some form of international control, Soviet cooperation
had to be secured. It was imprudent, Stimson suggested, to pursue a policy
that would preclude the possibility of international cooperation on atomic
energy matters after the war ended. Truman’s overall impression of Stimson’s
argument was that the Secretary of War was “at least as much concerned with
the role of the atomic bomb in the shaping of history as in its capacity to
shorten the war.” These were indeed Stimson’s dual concerns on April 25, and
he could see no conflict between them.

Despite the profound consequences Stimson attributed to the develop-
ment of the new weapon, he had not suggested that Truman reconsider its use
against Japan. Nor had he thought to mention the possibility that chances of
securing Soviet postwar cooperation might be diminished if Stalin did not
receive a commitment to international control prior to an attack. Until the
bomb's “actual certainty [was] fixed,” Stimson considered any prior approach
to Stalin as premature. As the uncertainties of impending peace became more
apparent and worrisome, Stimson, Truman, and the Secretary of State-desig-
nate, James F. Byrnes, began to think of the bomb as something of a diplo-
matic panacea for their postwar problems. Byrnes had told Truman in April
that the bomb “might well put us in a position to dictate our own terms at the
end of the wat.” By June, Truman and Stimson were discussing “further quid
pro quos which should be established in consideration for our taking them
[the Soviet Union] into [atomic energy] partnership.” Assuming that the
bomb’s impact on diplomacy would be immediate and extraordinary, they




agreed on no less than “the settlement of the Polish, Rumanian, Yugoslavian,
and Manchurian problems.” But they also concluded that no revelation would
be made “to Russia or anyone else until the first bomb had been successfully
laid on Japan.”

Was an implicit warning to Moscow, then, the principal reason for decid-
ing to use the atomic bomb against Japan? In light of the ambiguity of the avail-
able evidence the question defies an unequivocal answer. What can be said with
certainty is that Truman, Stimson, Byrnes, and several others involved in the
decision consciously considered two effects of a combat demonstration of the
bomb’s power: first, the impact of the atomic attack on Japan's leaders, who
might be persuaded thereby to end the war; and second, the impact of that
attack on the Soviet Union’s leaders, who might then prove to be more coopera-
tive. But if the assumption that the bomb might bring the war to a rapid conclu-
sion was the principal motive for using the atomic bomb, the expectation that
its use would also inhibit Soviet diplomatic ambitions clearly discouraged any
inclination to question that assumption.

Thus by the end of the war the most influential and widely accepted atti-
tude toward the bomb was a logical extension of how the weapon was seen
and valued earlier—as a potential instrument of diplomacy. Caught between
the remnants of war and the uncertainties of peace, policymakers were
trapped by the logic of their own unquestioned assumptions. By the summer
of 1945 not only the conclusion of the war but the organization of an accept-
able peace seemed to depend upon the success of the atomic attacks against
Japan. When news of the successful atomic test of July 16 reached the Presi-
dent at the Potsdam Conference, he was visibly elated. Stimson noted that Tru-
man “was tremendously pepped up by it and spoke to me of it again and again
when I saw him. He said it gave him an entirely new feeling of confidence.”
The day after receiving the complete report of the test Truman altered his
negotiating style. According to Churchill the President “got to the meeting
after having read this report [and] he was a changed man. He told the Russians
just where they got on and off and generally bossed the whole meeting.” After
the plenary session on July 24 Truman “casually mentioned to Stalin” that the
United States had “a new weapon of unusual destructive force.” In less than
three weeks the new weapon’s destructive potential was demonstrated to the
world. Upon learning of the raid against Hiroshima Truman exclaimed: “This
is the greatest thing in history.”

As Stimson had expected, as a colossal reality the bomb was very differ-
ent. But had American diplomacy been altered by it? Those who conducted
diplomacy became more confident, more certain that through the accomplish-
ments of American science, technology, and industry the “new world” could be
made into one better than the old. But just how the atomic bomb would be
used to help accomplish this ideal remained unclear. Three months and one day
after Hiroshima was bombed Bush wrote that the whole matter of international
relations on atomic energy “is in a thoroughly chaotic condition.” The wartime
relationship between atomic energy policy and diplomacy had been based
upon the simple assumption that the Soviet government would surrender
important geographical, political, and ideological objectives in exchange for the

neutralization of the new weapon. As a result of policies based on this assump-
tion American diplomacy and prestige suffered grievously: an opportunity to
gauge the Soviet Union’s response during the war to the international control of
atomic energy was missed, and an atomic energy policy for dealing with the
Soviet government after the war was ignored. Instead of promoting American
postwar aims, wartime atomic energy policies made them more difficult to
achieve. As a group of scientists at the University of Chicago’s atomic energy
laboratory presciently warned the government in June 1945: “It may be difficult
to persuade the world that a nation which was capable of secretly preparing and
suddenly releasing a weapon as indiscriminate as the [German] rocket bomb
and a million times more destructive, is to be trusted in its proclaimed desire of
having such weapons abolished by international agreement.” This reasoning,
however, flowed from alternative assumptions formulated during the closing
months of the war by scientists far removed from the wartime policymaking
process. Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the culmination of that process, became the
symbols of a new American barbarism, reinforcing charges, with dramatic cir-
cumstantial evidence, that the policies of the United States contributed to the
origins of the Cold War,




